Exploitation of autopsy in determining natural cause of death: trends in Finland with special reference to the diagnostics of ischemic heart diseases and cerebrovascular diseases in middle-aged males, 1974-1993.
Finnish mortality statistics show a marked decrease in coronary disease mortality especially among middle-aged males during the last 20 to 25 years. At the same time, the overall autopsy rate in deaths due to natural, non-violent causes has diminished in Finland. National mortality statistics are based on medical information given in death certificates. How often are the causes of death based on autopsy and is there any definitive trend? Possible changes in cause-of-death determination practices may have contributed to the mortality changes observed. In this study, deaths due to ischemic heart diseases (IHD) and cerebrovascular diseases (CVD) from 1974 to 1993 in Finland were compared with natural deaths, i.e. all of the deaths due to natural causes, in regard to use of autopsy. It was found that IHD-diagnosis as the underlying cause-of-death was, unlike natural deaths and CVD in particular, increasingly based on autopsy. It is thus concluded that the recent decline in coronary disease mortality among middle-aged men in Finland cannot be explained by any deterioration in cause-of-death examination practices.